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Chile: President Patricio Aylwin Withdraws Controversial
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Category/Department:  General
Published:  Friday, September 10, 1993
On Sept. 2, President Patricio Aylwin met with leaders of the governing Concertacion para la
Democracia coalition to inform them of his decision to withdraw a controversial bill which contained
his proposed strategy for dealing with pending human rights cases from the 1973-1978 period.
The proposal, unveiled in early August, had provoked a massive public outcry from human rights
activists and relatives of people who "disappeared" during the dictatorship of Gen. Augusto
Pinochet (for previous coverage see NotiSur 08/06/93). The growing controversy surrounding
the bill threatened to split the Concertacion coalition, with only five months remaining before
scheduled general elections. Much of the conflict surrounded the bill's third article, which contained
guarantees of secrecy regarding the identities of military witnesses and defendants. Aylwin had
promoted the promise of anonymity as the key element of his strategy, but human rights advocates
singled the provision out as its major flaw. Aylwin and his supporters, including many within the
military, argued that absolute confidentiality was the only means by which Chilean society could
hope to learn the "truth" regarding the events of the period in question, as well as ascertain the
whereabouts of any physical remains of the disappeared. Relatives of victims, however, believed
that this secrecy clause directly contradicted the search for truth, and that such a provision would
eliminate any possibility for prosecution of those responsible for human rights abuses. Human
rights advocates also opposed the bill's call to make the 1978 amnesty which was decreed by the
Pinochet regime into a permanent law. The amnesty provides protection from prosecution to all
members of the military accused of political crimes between 1973 and the date of the law. Interior
Minister Enrique Krauss and Presidency Minister Edgardo Boeninger told reporters that the
approximately 200 cases which would have been affected under terms of the bill will continue
to be handled through the existing judicial process. Following Aylwin's decision to withdraw
the bill, the Association of Family Members of the Disappeared (Agrupacion de Familiares de
Detenidos Desaparecidos, AFDD) ended a three- week hunger strike. An AFDD spokesperson called
the move "a victory for the thousands of Chileans who mobilized in opposition to an attempt to
impose veiled impunity." Meanwhile, in statements made during a Sept. 7 Rotary Club gathering,
Army chief Pinochet expressed his support for withdrawal of the bill. According to Gen. Pinochet,
during the process of debate in the Chamber of Deputies, "the bill was transformed from a neatly
groomed child into a monster. The President had no choice" but to withdraw it. During a separate
ceremony held later the same day Pinochet said, "The other day I was asked about the poor mothers
who lost their children who were taken prisoners and never returned. But they were nothing but
bandits!...They say we went too far. But we were at war." Immediately following news of these
and other declarations by Pinochet defending the record of his regime, presidential spokesperson
Enrique Correa told reporters that Aylwin was "deeply displeased" by the sentiments expressed by
the Army chief. According to Correa, Aylwin was concerned that Pinochet had offended the country
and had overstepped the bounds of his position. [Sources: Inter Press Service, 08/26/93, 08/27/93,
09/02/93; La Nacion (Chile), 09/03/93, 09/04/93, 09/08/93; El Mercurio (Chile), 09/03/04, 09/04/93,
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09/08/93; El Siglo (Chile), 09/03/93; Notimex, 09/08/93; Spanish news service EFE, Agence France-
Presse, 09/08/93]
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